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The sheep flock is hanging out up on the hill behind the sheep barn, staying out of the mud.  I’m almost afraid to say it but it has been a relatively mild and dry spring - very good weather for lambing.  Our sheep are still waddling since they are due starting about April 15th.  The weather is supposed to be in the 60s and 70s this weekend and it will actually be stressful for them in their current state.

They really want to get into the pasture.  Every time I walk near the gates they baa at me hoping to convince me to let them out into the next section.  They have brown on the end of their noses from trying to graze the quarter inch long grass.  They have round bale feeders full of second cut hay so they aren’t really hungry, just feeling that spring-time urge to graze.

We are missing our second guardian dog, Wanda.  She got a face full of porcupine quills last week.  I pulled most of them but took her to the vet for removal of the rest of them.  She didn’t revive from the anesthesia.  Bear is on his own but he is getting old.  We are looking for a rescue dog or a guardian dog in need of a new home.  A younger female would be the best match.  After having very few sick animals all winter, we had a sick sheep, a prolapsed ewe and lost a dog.  Just shows you Murphy’s law of farming can kick in any time!

The prolapsed ewe is doing fine and sporting a nice red prolapsed harness until she lambs.  We haven’t had a prolapse in years.  She only had a fist size vaginal prolapse so we caught it early and took care of it.  I am hoping she won’t have any problem once she actually starts to lamb.  

The sick sheep eventually died.  She had a high fever and was paralyzed.  It is likely she had listeriosis from picking through the old haylage.  They were picking through the haylage they pulled into the pen back in February.  It is full of manure and urine and they have walked all over it.  It must have been good tasting since they were passing up second cut hay.  The sheep have now been closed out of the area until it composts completely or we can clean it up – whichever comes first.

I spent March 23-25 traveling around the North Country with Chet Parsons from the University of Vermont (UVM).  We visited sheep farms from Jefferson County across to Clinton County.  Many producers had lambs and were sending the bigger ones on to Easter Sales that weekend.  The weather was nice and the lambs were cute.  It was good to see how everyone was making changes to improve their flocks – from trying new feeding strategies to keeping better records.  We had lots of good conversations about marketing, getting lambs to different sizes, feeding over the winter and plans for the future.  

At the meetings we learned a lot about the foot problems sheep can encounter.  I will try to summarize that for the next sheep and goat newsletter.  

We had lots of enthusiasm for fresh semen artificial insemination (AI).  With the legalization of the CIDRs for synchronizing sheep we have the opportunity to take advantage of AI.  Chet also talked about using AI and breeding on the natural heat cycle.  He visited with a farmer in Norway that had success that way.  I will do some more research into fresh and frozen AI and take a look at the costs involved.  We know the CIDRs costs $5.00 to $6.00 each to synchronize one ewe.  The type of insemination we are thinking of does not involve placing the semen through the cervix but instead before the cervix and letting the sperm travel naturally through to the uterus.  What we need are the “doses” needed to get good conception rates.  Sandy vonAllman, Chet Parsons and I observed how this was done with great success in France.  While we probably won’t be breeding whole flocks this way we might be able to choose some good ewes and breed them AI to rams that were performance tested from in another country to make some good breeding stock that would improve our carcass quality for example.

The Finger Lakes Wool Pool will be May 6-8 at the Empire Farm Days site near Seneca Falls.  Contact Mark Harth at bearfarm14818@hotmail.com for more information.   If we have a local wool pool this year it is likely to be later in the summer or early fall.  If we have two years worth of wool it will be more likely that the Canadian buyers will send a truck.

Prices for Easter were good this year.  At New Holland, the grade blue (best) hot house lambs (45-50 pounds) were going for about $2.60 a pound or $117.00 each.  If it costs you $10.00 for trucking and $5.00 for commission and you have 10% shrink that leaves you with about $90.00 a head for a lamb that you haven’t put much feed into.  Many of us sell our lambs at about 70 pound for $90.00 picked up at the farm.  The New Holland price was about $1.85 per pound or $129.00 per head.  However, if you started with a 70 pound lamb and had 10% shrink, $10.00 trucking and $5.00 commission you would be down to $101 dollars.  If you can get them to NH for $10.00 and only get 10% shrink you will be lucky!  You would have to get $1.66 per pound consistently at New Holland to equal the $90.00 for 70 pound lambs picked up at the farm (year round).  It will be interesting to see what the supply of lambs and the prices do for the next few months.

